USIDA United States Forest Sula Ranger District 7338 Hwy 93 S.
"'“‘/ Department of Service Sula, MT 59871

Agriculture 406-821-3201

RECEIVED

File Code: 1950

MAR 10 2009 Date: March 3, 2009

Ravalli County Commissioners

Dear Interested Public;

I am seeking your comments on a proposed ponderosa pine plantation thinning project for the

Sula Ranger District in the vicinity of Swift Creek (see the attached map). This letter begins the
formal scoping process.

‘What is the oi‘igin of this proposal?

The current ponderosa pine plantation thinning proposal is limited to 167 acres and aims to
prevent or reduce wide-spread mortality due to mountain pine beetles which attack dense
ponderosa pine plantations. This particular project found its origins through the work of a
number of citizens who developed the Bitterroot Community Fire Protection Plan developed in.
2003 (www bitterrootfireplan.info) and updated as needed. The Fire Protection Plan strategy is a
cooperative effort of volunteer fire chiefs, county officials, conservationists, community-based
non-profit organizations, realtors, tourism and timber industry leaders, federal and state land

managers, business people and interested residents. The group identified this area as high priority
for restoration of fire-adapted ecosystems.

The Swift Creek Plantations were planted with ponderosa pine in 1966 following clear-cut
harvesting and tractor scarification, with and without terracing. Under the Bitterroot National
Forest Plan of 1987, and its Record of Decision, Management Area 3a Objectives would apply to
96 acres to optimize elk and winter range; and to provide moderate levels of visual quality, old
growth and livestock forage. Management Area 2 Objectives would apply to 71 acres to
maintain partial retention Visual Quality; manage timber; and to emphasize roaded dispersed-
recreation activities, old growth and big game cover and provide moderate levels of timber,

livestock forage and big game forage. This proposal is also supported by our management
objectives for theé Forest Plan, 11-6 and [1-8, 11-14, 11-28 (4).

I think it is crucial to follow through with timber stand improvement to protect this plantation
from overcrowding, which can lead to stress and infestations of Mountain Pine Beetle.
Overcrowding has already resulted in a preliminary stage of an IPS beetle infection in 40 plus
year old ponderosa pine stand. The secondary objective is to restore fire adapted ecosystems
through the reduction fuel loading in the wildland urban interface.

The compaction levels in the soil from 1966 have kept us out of these areas until recent studies
have shown that as long as no new roads are built, the soils have substantially recovered and
mechanized harvesting would be allowable. [Springer Il Project File], [Silvicultural Diagnosis
& Prescription for Unit 66 Swift Creek Pine Plantations, 2008, Sula Ranger District).
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What is the purpose of the project?

There are four elements to the purpose and need for this project:

1. Reduce the risk of wide-spread tree mortality caused by mountain pine beetle in
ponderosa pine plantations.

2. Restore resiliency to natural processes and armor the stand to be more resistant to drought
effects and climate changes over time by enhancing: vegetative species diversity,
understory vegetation growth, and wildlife (game and non-game) habitat.

3. Reduce the risk from fire to structures and private forested land by reducing aerial fuels
on National Forest Lands.

4. Demonstrate and evaluate alternative methods of restoring soils and removing small trees
from terraced or mechanically scarified plantations.

~77 77 This purpose and need is consistent with the managemientdirection found'in the Bitterrool — ™
National Forest Plan. It is also my desire to follow through on previous harvest activities in a
responsible manner to maintain the health and viability of these plantations, which support

known elk habitat, by increasing their resiliency to drought conditions and climatic change. The
secondary benefit will be enhanced fire protection for the community interface by reducing the

fuel loading and mortality in this plantation while providing valuable opportunities for research

of appropriate treatments of these 1960’s era pine plantations.

What are the next steps in the process?

Your comments to this proposal will be used to develop a more detailed proposal, to document
key issues and to determine the level of environmental analysis needed. Any decision resulting
from the analysis will be sent to people who respond to this scoping letter as well as those
individuals and groups requesting a copy. Decisions will be subject to the administrative appeal
process where individuals may request that the decision be reviewed by a higher organizational
level of the Forest Service.

Please provide your comments by March 26, 2009. If you have questions regarding the proposal,

please feel free to call Lee Mc Alpine, South Zone Silviculturist, at 821-2324, or me at 8§21-3201
or stop in to the Sula Ranger Station.

Sincerely,

RY H M. WOODING
District Ranger: Sula Ranger District

Enclosures:

Vicinity & Project Maps
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Unit 66 - Swift Creek Plantations
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